Background: Metabolic syndrome (MS) comprises a set of conditions that are risk factors for cardiovascular diseases and diabetes. Numerous epidemiological studies on MS have been conducted, but there has not been a systematic analysis of the prevalence of MS in the Chinese population. Therefore, the aim of this study was to estimate the pooled prevalence of MS among subjects in Mainland China. Methods: We performed a systematic review by searching both English and Chinese literature databases. Random or fixed effects models were used to summarize the prevalence of MS according to statistical tests for heterogeneity. Subgroup, sensitivity, and meta-regression analyses were performed to address heterogeneity. Publication bias was evaluated using Egger's test. Results: Thirty-five papers were included in the meta-analysis, with a total population of 226,653 Chinese subjects. Among subjects aged 15 years and older, the pooled prevalence was 24.5 % (95 % CI: 22.0-26.9 %). By sex, the prevalences were 19.2 % (95 % CI: 16.9-21.6 %) in males and 27.0 % (95 % CI: 23.5-30.5 %) in females. The pooled prevalence of MS increased with age (15-39 years: 13.9 %; 40-59 years: 26.4 %; and ≥60 years: 32.4 %). Individuals living in urban areas (24.9 %, 95 % CI: 18.5-31.3 %) were more likely to suffer from MS than those living in rural areas (19.2 %, 95 % CI: 14.8-23.7 %). Hypertension was the most prevalent component of MS in males (52.8 %), while the most prevalent component of MS for females was central obesity (46.1 %). Conclusions: Our systematic review suggested a high prevalence of MS among subjects in Mainland China, indicating that MS is a serious public health problem. Therefore, more attention should be paid to the prevention and control of MS.
Background
Metabolic syndrome (MS) is characterized by a cluster of metabolic disorders, such as high blood pressure, hyperglycaemia, central adiposity, and dyslipidemia [1, 2] . MS is considered to be risk factor for coronary heart disease, other cardiovascular diseases (CVD), stroke, and type 2 diabetes mellitus [3, 4] . The prevalence of MS is increasing in both developed and developing countries and has become a serious public health problem worldwide [5] [6] [7] [8] .
China is the world's largest developing country and is experiencing an epidemic of MS [9] . The Nantong MS Study conducted between 2007 and 2008 in south China showed that the prevalence of MS was 15.2 % [10] . A study in north China revealed that the prevalence of MS was 21.6 % in males and 34.3 % in females [11] . The prevalence may vary due to the diverse populations of different regions, cultural behaviours, lifestyle habits, and the use of different diagnosis criteria [2, 9, 12] . Although a number of epidemiological studies on MS were conducted in the Chinese population in recent years, very little nationwide information exists on the prevalence of MS. A nationwide estimate of MS prevalence in the China population would contribute to the planning and implementation of relevant public health strategies. Therefore, we performed a systematic review of epidemiological studies of MS to estimate the prevalence of MS among subjects in Mainland China.
Methods

Search strategy
We searched for epidemiological studies on MS from the several electronic databases, including Medline, Embase, the China National Knowledge Infrastructure (CNKI), and the Wanfang and Chongqing VIP. The following search strategy was used: ('Metabolic syndrome' OR 'MS' OR 'MetSyn') AND ('prevalence' OR 'epidemi*') AND ('Chinese' OR 'China' OR 'Mainland'). All studies published from January 1, 2005 to April 30, 2015 were searched. Unpublished studies were not retrieved. The search language was limited to English and Chinese.
Inclusion and exclusion criteria
To satisfy the analysis requirements and reduce selection deviation, the selected studies were required to meet the following criteria: 1) a population-based study conducted in Mainland China; 2) a cross-sectional study or data; 3) sufficient information of sample size and crude prevalence of MS; 4) a sample size > 500; 5) participants aged 15 years and older; and 6) the use MS diagnostic criteria proposed by the International Diabetes Federation (IDF) in 2005 [13] . According to the IDF criteria, the participants were classified as having MS if they had central obesity (waist circumference ≥ 90 cm for men and ≥ 80 cm for females) plus any two of the following four abnormalities: a) Hypertension: systolic blood pressure ≥ 130 mmHg, diastolic blood pressure ≥ 85 mmHg, or treatment of previously diagnosed hypertension; b) Hypertriglyceridemia: ≥ 1.7 mmol/L triglycerides or specific medical treatment for lipid abnormalities; c) Hypo-HDL-cholesterol: < 1.03 mmol/L HDL cholesterol for men or < 1.29 mmol/L for females; and d) Raised fasting glucose: overnight ≥ 5.6 mmol/L plasma glucose or previously diagnosed diabetes. We excluded studies that investigated specific occupations, volunteers, and hospital-based populations. If there were multiple articles based on the same population, only the study that reported the most detailed data was included.
Data extraction and quality assessment
All searched articles from different electronic databases were combined in Endnote, and duplicates were removed. Two researchers independently screened the titles and abstracts and reviewed the full text of the eligible citations. If they were in disagreement, a third reviewer made the final decision. For each included study, two researchers independently extracted the following information: general information (e.g., first author, title, journal, and publication year); study characteristics (including study period, study area, study design, sample source, sample selection method, diagnostic criteria, and sample size); and all possible participant information(e.g., sex ratio, age, prevalence of MS, agespecific prevalence of MS, the prevalence of central obesity, hypertension, raised fasting glucose, hypertriglyceridaemia, and low high-density liprotein (HDL) cholesterol). Two researchers independently assessed the quality of each included study using observational study criteria that were recommended by the Agency of Healthcare Research and Quality [14] . Only when two reviewers agreed was the study included in the meta-analysis. The retained articles were required to have a quality score of at least 6 of 11.
Statistical analysis
We used a systematic analysis approach to calculate the pooled prevalence of MS from all eligible studies. A random or fixed effects model was selected to summarize the prevalence of MS, using statistical tests for heterogeneity. Heterogeneity among studies was assessed using Cochran's Q test and I 2 statistic, which shows the percentage of variation across studies (with values of 25, 50, and 75 % indicating low, moderate, and high degrees of heterogeneity, respectively) [15, 16] . If the data showed low or moderate heterogeneity (I 2 < 50 %), a fixed-effect model was used; otherwise, a random-effect model was used. Subgroup analyses by geographic region, age, sex, and the year of screening were performed to address heterogeneity. Additionally, a meta-regression was conducted to explore potential sources of heterogeneity. Variables such as the year of publication, year of screening, response rate, geographic area (e.g., northern vs. southern China), sex ratio (males vs. females), sample size, age range, and quality score were used to perform the meta-regression. Additionally, sensitivity analysis (i.e., recalculating the pooled estimate by omitting studies with low scores) was performed to assess the influence of any particular study on the pooled estimate.
Publication bias was evaluated using Egger's Test, and independent t-tests were performed as appropriate. The significance level was set at a P value of less than 0.05. All statistical analyses were performed using Stata version 12.0 (College Station, Texas) and SPSS version 20.0 (SPSS Inc., Chicago, USA).
Results
Search results and included subjects
A total of 1405 citations were searched. Of these, 510 duplicates were removed, and 358 citations were excluded after reading the titles and abstracts. Five hundred thirtyseven articles were further excluded after reviewing the full texts. In total, 35 eligible studies were included in the meta-analysis, which involved a total of 226,653 subjects. The flow diagram of the search process is shown in Fig. 1 . Among the 35 published papers, 22 were written in Chinese and 13 were written in English. All of the included studies were cross-sectional surveys. Thirty-one studies reported data on males (n = 94,241) and 32 studies reported data on females (n = 127,079). Sixteen and 17 studies were conducted on the populations of south and north China, respectively, and two nationwide studies were conducted. Table 1 shows the detailed characteristics of the 35 studies selected. On a quality assessment scale, seven studies scored 6, and 28 articles scored between 6 and 10. Additional file 1 shows the score of each study.
Prevalence of metabolic syndrome
The pooled prevalence of MS among Chinese subjects was 24.5 % (95 % CI: 22.0-26.9 %), with a high-level between-study heterogeneity (I 2 = 99.5 %, P < 0.0001). 
Prevalence of components of metabolic syndrome
In terms of the different components of MS, the pooled prevalence estimates of central obesity, hypertension, high fasting plasma glucose, hypertriglyceridaemia, and low HDL cholesterol in males were 33.4, 52.8, 31.5, 32.9, and 27.4 %, respectively. For females, these estimates The prevalence of hypertension in males was significantly higher than in females (P = 0.049). Table 3 shows the pooled prevalences of different the components of MS.
Sensitivity analysis and meta-regression
Seven citations had a quality score of 6, the lowest among the included studies. In the sensitivity analysis, we noticed a slight change in the pooled MS prevalence estimate (from 24.5 to 25.4 %) when we omitted these seven studies. Egger's linear regression test (P = 0.072) suggested no significant publication bias. A high level of heterogeneity between studies and subgroups was observed (P < 0.001, I 2 = 96.2-99.8 %). We performed a meta-regression to take this heterogeneity into account. In the univariate meta-regression and multivariable analyses, only the variable of age was significantly associated with heterogeneity (P = 0.01, P = 0.02, respectively) ( Table 4) . 
Discussion
Our systematic review of observational studies conducted in the last decade included 35 studies that involved a total of 226,653 participants in Mainland China and covered most regions of the country. The definitions of IDF and the US National Cholesterol Education Program Adult Treatment Panel III (NCEP ATP III) are widely used in China [9] . The IDF criteria recognize and emphasize differences in waist circumference for Chinese populations [17] . Thus, the IDF criteria were adopted in our meta-analysis. Our meta-analysis revealed that the pooled estimate of MS prevalence among subjects in Mainland China was 24.5 %. This estimate was higher than the prevalence of 16.5 % observed in China in 2000 and approached the worldwide prevalence of 20-25 % [5, 18] . The prevalence of MS has recently increased in developing countries. Several studies have reported a high prevalence of MS in Malaysia (27.5 %), India (28.2 %), Philippines (19.7 %), Nigeria (28.1 %), Brazil (29.6 %), Turkey (44.0 %), and Iran (36.9 %) [19] [20] [21] [22] [23] [24] [25] . As the largest developing country, China is experiencing an emerging epidemic of MS, which might be related to rapid economic development and urbanization [9] . Rapid industrialization and urbanization can lead to accelerating changes in lifestyle and nutrition. The prevalences of obesity and overweight have increased dramatically in China due to the changes in the lifestyle of the population, and some of these changes are independent factors that contribute to MS. Data from the China Health and Nutrition Survey shows that the age-adjusted prevalence of obesity increased from 3.75 % in 1991 to 11.3 % in 2011, and the prevalence of overweight was up to 42.3 % in 2011 [26] . In addition, another major factor driving MS growth is likely the ageing of the Chinese population. Studies have shown an increased prevalence of MS with age [19, 27] . Data from the National Bureau of Statistics in 2011 showed that people aged 60 and older accounted for 13.26 % of the Chinese population, with those 65 years and older representing 8.87 % of the population. These data show that China is now an ageing society [28] .
Our systematic review showed that MS was more common in females than in males (27.0 vs. 19.2 %), a result that is in line with previous findings [19, 27, 29] . Menopause may have effects on the high prevalence of MS among females. Post-menopausal status is associated with an increased risk of central obesity and insulin resistance [30] . Our meta-analysis discovered that central obesity was the most prevalent component of MS in females. Moreover, a relationship was observed between the prevalence of MS and age in both males and females, which is consistent with other studies [31, 32] . The increased prevalence of MS with age can be attributed to similar age-related trends in all components of MS [9, 33] . Additionally, individuals living in urban areas were more likely to suffer from MS than those living in rural areas. Unhealthy lifestyles in urban area, including decreased physical activity, excessive intake of animal fat and salt, and low intake of fruits and vegetables might explain the difference in MS prevalence between the two regions [34] .
There is an emerging MS epidemic in Mainland China, and it has become a serious public health problem. MS increases the risk for morbidity and mortality of cardiovascular disease and is associated with an increased risk of diabetes [5] . Studies have shown that the components of the syndrome tend to aggregate in individuals, and this clustering effect is associated with a worse prognosis than exhibiting a single component [35, 36] . Our results showed that MS was highly prevalent, especially in female, elderly participants and those living in urban areas. These data may be useful for the Chinese government in its formulation of guidelines to prevent, screen for and treat MS.
Strengths and limitations
The overall quality of the studies included in our systematic review was good; therefore, the sensitivity analysis did not show major differences in the meta-analysis results when studies with the lowest quality scores were omitted. Our meta-analysis included 35 published studies with a large sample size. Nevertheless, our study had some limitations. First, we used the IDF criteria as our diagnosis criteria, and studies based on other diagnosis criteria were not included in our meta-analysis. Second, although most of the included studies had a large sample size that could generate an accurate estimation, the overall analysis revealed a high heterogeneity. Additionally, meta-regression and subgroup analyses did not indicate enough factors to explain the observed heterogeneity. We propose that other factors, such as cigarette smoking, alcohol consumption, stress, and physical inactivity may influence MS heterogeneity. Because of the limited information on these aspects, we could not perform further analyses. Third, the distribution of healthcare resources in Mainland China is unbalanced, with more economically developed areas having better access to health care facilities. This factor may have contributed to more diagnoses and, therefore, a higher reported prevalence in certain studies of different regions in Mainland China.
Conclusion
To the best of our knowledge, this was the first systematic review to estimate the pooled prevalence of MS among subjects in Mainland China. Our systematic review indicates a high prevalence of MS among subjects in Mainland China. Information on how MS and its components are distributed could provide a great deal of insight into MS and assist in the planning and implementation of future prevention and control programmes.
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